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Rare Northern and Southern Species Overlap on Little-Known
Connecticut Ridges
The trap rock ridges of Connecticut comprise a string of small
hills stretching from the coast of Long Island Sound to its northern border.
Each hill is a freestanding hump (to put it unscientifically), with a westfacing cliff and a very gradual incline facing east. Because the trap rock ridges
rise less than 1,000 feet above sea level and overlook interstate highways
and cities, many people don’t notice them. The authors of a new bulletin,
Trap Rock Ridges of Connecticut, contend that these ridges, which harbor threatened animals and plants, remain vastly undervalued as habitat in
southern New England.
Most of the ridges remain in private hands. Development threatens from all
sides. Quarries still remove, each year, 7,000 metric tons of stone, crushing it,
mostly for local roadbeds and foundations. But more than a hundred miles of
hiking trails allow access to these beautiful hills, which provide long views and
a refuge from the nearby road noise. During the past decade and a half, some
of the ridge town officials have passed zoning rules that forbid certain actions
or building on the ridges. A Connecticut state law gives further protection.
This research bulletin, which languished in state offices for a decade until
the Connecticut College Arboretum got involved, joins important work
environmental manager Cara Lee compiled in West Rock to the Barndoor Hills
(State of Connecticut, 1985) with summaries for the layperson of pertinent data
gleaned from wider-range taxonomic surveys. Penelope C. Sharp, a private
natural resources consultant, wrote most of the 57-page volume. Former
Connecticut State Geologist Ralph S. Lewis explains the violent past of glaciers
and volcanic activity that pushed the hills into position. The section on insects
is by David L. Wagner, professor of ecology and evolutionary biology at the
University of Connecticut. Their collaboration begs the question: Shouldn’t
scientists spend more time on these amazing, if small, natural communities?
The trap rock ridges so far have inspired few separate scientific studies, but this
book could push others to do more.
The ridges are nothing short of incredible. They line the state’s Central
Valley. About 250 million years ago, continental rifting (tearing apart) that
followed continental collisions of earlier epochs caused blocks of rock to drop
lower than surrounding regions, creating some of the trap rock hills. Other
A distant steep-on-one-side trap rock ridge, seen from the Metacomet Trail in East
Granby, Connecticut. JERRY AND MARCY MONKMAN
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ridges formed from lava flows, which created layers of rock, which then tilted
to the side when other rocks crashed into the layers. Later, glacial ice smoothed
the surfaces of the trap rock ridges and left behind sediments, or till. Interstates
84 and 691 offer the amazing sights of these tilted layers and the steep cliffs
overlooking flat valleys. It’s a wonder people can stay on the roads for looking
at the rock layers’ beauty. As Lewis explains, the ridges’ asymmetrical shapes,
the steep slopes with loose talus (rock debris) below, and the sediments on top,
create unique natural communities. The rock itself, he adds, is high in iron,
which makes the soils in this region basic (with a high pH). The rock also is
very high in minerals. Sharp notes that most of the endangered or threatened
plants and animals, and “species of special concern,” in Connecticut live on
the edges of their normal ranges, and so many species converge on these ridges.
Northern species at this southern end of their ranges rely on the trap rock
ridges because the ridges provide colder climates beneath the cliffs. Species
adapted to warmer climates find refuge in the ridges, too, because as a whole,
these massifs hold heat. The two microclimates on the ridges, plus the high-pH
limestone soils, increase species diversity.
Therefore, the gentler eastern slopes provide moist forestland, where sugar
maples (Acer saccharum), Dutchman’s breeches (Dicentra cucullaria), and
springbeauty (Claytonia virginica) thrive. In the cracks of the steep western cliffs,
Canada (red) columbine (Aquilegia canadensis) lives. On the west-facing talus
slopes, so-called because blocks of basalt shade the soil, such northern species
as striped maple (Acer pensylvanicum) and American yew (Taxus canadensis,
also known as Canada yew) live. The talus piles help northern trees such as
mountain ash to live beneath the cliffs. These trees usually live in northwestern
Connecticut, where the elevation is much higher. On a 93-degree Fahrenheit
day, scientists have measured soil below a talus cliff at 34 F.
Animal experts believe the trap rock ridges provide refuge to mammals,
reptiles, and birds, including the bobcat (Lynx rufus) and porcupine
(Erethizon dorsatum), the Northern copperhead (Agkistrodon contortrix)
and (in vernal pools on the slopes) the Jefferson’s salamander (Ambystoma
jeffersonianum), and the peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus). Insects thrive there,
too, including 25 species of butterfly. The Xerces Society’s annual butterfly
count on West Rock in New Haven has enumerated more butterflies in a
single day than any other counts in Connecticut; the columbine duskywing
(Erynnis lucilius), one of the state’s rarest butterflies, lives only on the trap rock
ridges. Some moths like the orange sallow (Rhodoecia aurantiago) live only on
these ridges, because its caterpillars rely on the yellow false foxglove (Aureolaria
flava), a rare plant that grows only on the ridges.
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Hikers experience this intense trap rock world on the New England Trail,
the National Scenic Trail (combining the Mattabesett and Metacomet Trails)
that climbs and descends the string of trap rock ridges. These trails are part of
the Blue-Blazed Hiking Trails, maintained by the Connecticut Forest & Park
Association. Rock climbers explore Ragged Mountain and hang gliders jump
off Talcott Mountain. These adventure seekers constitute a small but fervent
constituency for conservation of the trap rock ridges.
The book, Trap Rock Ridges of Connecticut: Natural History & Land Use,
by Penelope C. Sharp with Ralph S. Lewis, David L. Wagner, and Cara Lee
(Hartford and New London, Connecticut: Connecticut College Arboretum
and Connecticut Department of Energy and Environmental Protection, 2013),
costs $10 and is available from either organization.
—Christine Woodside
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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